This paper focuses on the role of Sister Connection organization in improving the living conditions of Burundian widows. Specifically, it shows how received assistance has contributed to improving the living conditions of widows. It also shows different constraints that Sister Connection is facing in its effort of supporting widows. It further allowed us to know the suggestions that widows and the management of Sister Connection have. We opted for qualitative approaches with the use of the interview guide, and quantitative approaches with the use of a questionnaire administrated indirectly to the widows sponsored by Sister Connection. 96 widows have been selected using Bouchard's technique. An interview protocol was conducted by the National Director and a questionnaire was administered to the 96 widows. Data findings were analyzed using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS). The "family systems theory" was chosen and it allowed us to understand how the solidarity that naturally characterizes Burundian families is broken at the death of a spouse and how other family members react to widows in Burundian society. Results showed that living conditions have been improved by the financial and spiritual assistance that the widows received from Sister Connection. Furthermore, the majority of widows have benefited shelter from Sister Connection. Despite all this effort, a significant number of widows assisted by Sister Connection are illiterate, and this presents a challenge to communicate with them whether it's through written communications or simply explaining certain things or communicating ideas. Training or teaching them becomes a challenge as they don't easily pick up on things or understand as fast as they La «théorie des systèmes familiaux» a été choisie et nous a permis de comprendre comment la solidarité qui caractérise naturellement les familles burundaises est rompue à la mort d'un conjoint et comment les autres membres de la famille considèrent les veuves dans la société burundaise. Les résultats ont montré que les conditions de vie ont été améliorées grâce à l'assistance financière et spirituelle que les veuves ont reçue de la part de Sister Connection. En outre, la majorité des veuves ont bénéficié d'un abri de la part de Sister Connection. Malgré tous ces efforts, un nombre important de veuves assistées par Sister Connection sont analphabètes, ce qui représente un défi pour communiquer avec elles, que ce soit par le biais de communications écrites ou simplement en expliquant certaines choses ou en communiquant des idées. Les former ou les enseigner devient un défi car ils ne peuvent pas facilement comprendre les choses ou comprendre aussi vite. Les veuves vivent loin les unes des autres. Au fait, certaines vivent dans des zones isolées qu'il est difficile de rejoindre, d'où les difficultés de connaître leurs besoins régulièrement.
Introduction
Widowhood is a social phenomenon because it exists in all societies of the world. Most women and men marry and live as partners for at least part of their adult lives. However, higher mortality rates for men leave a lot of women living alone, especially since most widowed women do not remarry. In contrast, men generally live with a spouse. For some decades, the widowed female has outnumbered her male counterpart by an ever widening margin. Three factors account for this: (1) Mortality among females is lower than it is among males, and therefore, greater numbers of women survive to advanced years; (2) Wives are typically younger than their husbands and consequently have a greater probability of outliving them; and (3) Among the widowed, remarriage rate are significantly lower for women than for men (United Nations, 2001, p.5).
Almost worldwide, widows compromise a significant proportion of all women ranging from 7 to 16 percent of all adult women. However, in some countries and regions, the proportion is even higher. In Africa for example, there are many widows due to the HIV/AIDS epidemic. Also, armed conflict and ethnic cleansing have formed many widows. According to the UN (2000) , it has been estimated that in Rwanda, 70 percent of all children are dependent on widowed mothers.
Despite advances in standard of living of the population, the living conditions of widows are deplorable in most societies. The situation is worse in developing countries with their unique social and cultural aspects, which at times ignores the basic human rights of this vulnerable section of the society. In developed countries, widowhood is experienced primarily by elderly women, while it also affects younger women in developing countries, with many of them still rearing children. Girls become widows even before reaching adulthood (UN, 2000) .
Women comprise 70% of the world's poorest people and own only 1% of the titled land. They suffer not only from unequal access to education and training, but also from discrimination by their employers. In many parts of the world, widows are discriminated and treated inhumanly as if losing a husband is not causing enough sadness and grieve for a women that has been left behind. Millions of widows in the world endure extreme poverty, banishment, violence, homelessness, health problems, and other sorts of discrimination. Furthermore, these women are often blamed for their husband's death and accused of witchcraft (Lampe, 2013) .
Help Age International (2011), for instance, has found that in Tanzania, hundreds of old women mostly widows have been killed because of accusations of being witches. The children of widows are often affected, both emotionally and economically. Widowed mothers, now supporting their families alone, are forced to withdraw children from school and to rely on their labor. Moreover, daughter of widows may suffer multiple deprivations, which increases their vulnerability to abuse (United Nations, 2011).
Widows in countries coming out of conflict are vulnerable to ongoing abuse and they often experience further violence and discrimination in the post-conflict period. Mistreatment of widows can have a negative impact on investments in peace and security, feeding the cycle of poverty, breeding unrest and insecurity, and ultimately challenging democracy and sustainable security (United Nations, 2011).
Burundi is a developing country. Repetitive wars are one of the causes of poverty in Burundi, and it has left behind helpless widows and orphans. About 90% of Burundians live in rural areas and are subsistence farmers who grow up crops and rear animals just to feed themselves and their families.
Many widows in Burundi are homeless because homes destroyed during war are irreparable and other times because they are very poor and can't build a house on their own. Family members take possession of their land and homes. Most of the time, there is no advocate to fight for their rights. Their health conditions and that of their children are bad, and they are suffering often from malaria. This makes children drop school as they become unhealthy and cannot study with an empty stomach. It is very hard for most widows in Burundi to provide for their basic needs (Sister Connection, 2017).
Facing extreme poverty, starvation, rape, HIV/AIDS, seizure of their homes and possessions and social exclusion, widows and the deprivation they face have been invisible to the public and policy makers. Their children have to often endure extreme poverty, child labor, and prostitution (United Nations, 2001).
Few widows can rely on their own earnings since participation in the labor force, either before or subsequent to widowhood, is still limited to small selected groups of women. This condition is primarily due to major disparities in the educational attainment of women in various segment of the society, depending on factors such as geographic location, level of socioeconomic development or social class. Although the female literacy rate has increased generally, half the women are still illiterate. This tends to be true mostly in underdeveloped villages and among the lower classes (Lopata, 1987, p.90) .
Little attention has been directed towards research about widowhood. Other than recognizing that the widow may have financial problems for which Social Security provides assistance, few people realize what it means to be widowed (Davis & Petchesky, 1977 This paper focuses on highlighting the role of Sister Connection organization in improving the living conditions of Burundian widows. Specifically, this paper seeks to highlight how the assistance received has contributed to improving the living conditions of widows, to show different constraints that Sister Connection is facing in its ministry of supporting widows, and to know the suggestions that widows and the management of Sister Connection have.
Methodology Research Methods and Theoretical Approach
This study was concerned with the contribution of Sister Connection NGO in improving the lives of Burundian widows. It sought to identify the kinds of assistance widows get and to show how it has improved their quality of living. Therefore, this study combined both qualitative and quantitative methods.
Generally, qualitative research seeks to describe the characteristics of a social phenomenon such as a welfare organization (Reid & Smith, 1981, p.289). As the assessment of living conditions can also be based on quantifiable aspects, we also need to appreciate quantitatively what Sister Connection gives to widows to enable them to improve their living conditions.
Qualitative research is designed to reveal a target audience's range of behavior and perceptions that drive it with reference to specific topics or issues. It uses in depth studies of small groups of people to guide and support the construction of hypotheses. The results of qualitative research are descriptive rather than predictive (Qualitative Research Consultants Association, 2016). Qualitative researchers use a language of cases and contexts to examine social processes and cases in their social context. They borrow ideas from the people they study and place them within the context of a natural setting. Qualitative data involves documenting real events, recording what people say (with words, gestures, and tone), observing specific behaviors, studying written documents or examining visual images (Neuman, 2006, p.157) .
The "family systems theory" explains how the family, as a system, responds to the dying member of the system.
According to Whitchurch and Constantine (1993) , the interactions between different subsystems within the main system add characteristics to the whole that make it qualitatively different from each individual member of that system. A family system has components that involve interrelated elements and structures, patterns of interaction, and open or closed boundaries. Each system has subsystems, which consist of subgroups of members.
So, the "family systems theory" was chosen and it allowed us to understand how the solidarity that naturally characterizes burundian families is broken at the death of a spouse and how other family members react to widows in Burundian society.
West region is the case study of this research, and it comprises of the following provinces: Bujumbura, Bujumbura mayor ship, Bubanza, and Cibitoke. This chapter shows also how data were collected from the field. It describes the population, the sample, and data collection instruments.
Target Population
A population study is a group of individuals taken from the general population who share a common characteristic, such as age, sex, occupation, nationality or health condition.
The population of this study was of Sister Connection sponsored widows from West region in Burundi. The number of widows keep changing as more are being supported and others off assistance. Some widows can change the place of living and can remarry, but also others die. It means that there is no fixed number of supported widows each quarter. For this reason, the researcher considered the total number of assisted widows at the time of her research as the population. The list of sponsored widows was obtained from the accountant records, which was 197 sponsored widows from West region, in February 2017. Thus, it was 109 widows from west A which comprises Bujumbura mayor ship and Bujumbura province, and 88 widows from west B which comprises of the provinces of Bubanza and Cibitoke. 
Sample Size and Selection Techniques
The technique of sampling for this study is purposive sampling. Purposive sampling is appropriate to select unique cases that are especially informative. It is used to select members of a difficult-to-reach, specialized population (Lawrence, 2006, p.222).
Given that not all widows of Sister Connection NGO are concerned with this study, the researchers selected consciously and purposively sponsored widows from West region for the sample in order to include directly elements that are relevant to this study. The researcher referred herself to the technical sampling of Alain Bouchard as cited by SABITI Fred (2004). According to him,"When the population of the study is equal or less than 1,000,000 individuals, it is corresponded to the sample of 96 individuals with a marginal error of 10%" (p. 46).
Concerning our case study, the population is of 197 individuals which is less than 1,000,000 individuals. So, the size of our sample comprises of 96 individuals. Therefore, basing on his formula, the sample is being stratified at each level of the provinces, that is, four categories in accordance with widows' home provinces. The sample has been defined as follows: npc = (Np x Nc)/N; where npc = the size of the correct sample of the stratum p. Np= size of the stratum p N = size of the population Nc = correct sample p determines the number of each stratum N = 197, that is, sponsored widows from West region: 62 widows from Bujumbura province, 47 from Bujumbura mayor ship, 28 from Bubanza, and 60 from Cibitoke. The sample size for this study, however, constitutes 96 widows from the west region of Burundi.
Sister Connection NGO has been chosen by the researchers because it matches with this study. It is an organization that cares for widows of Burundi.
West sponsored widows are a group of participants for this study and were expected by the researchers to give information on how Sister Connection is contributing towards improving their quality of living. Widows gave information using a questionnaire and they responded to it when they came to get their financial assistance in February, 2017 at Sister Connection head office located in Ngagara quarter II, precisely in the compound of Hope Africa University in Bujumbura Mayor ship. As most of the respondents were illiterate, they could neither read nor write. So, the researchers asked questions and wrote the answers themselves. The questionnaire consisted of closed questions to collect quantitative data and open questions to collect qualitative data.
With all these parameters, the total sample size is 96 individuals taking into account the two regions A and B concerned by the study with 1 Key Informant Interview performed.
From a selected sample of 96 individuals in a finite universe of 197 households, we have proportionally distributed the samples in each stratum represented by a region. Thus, the samples selected by region are distributed on Chart 2: This sampling technique allowed us to identify 96 widows, that is, 30 from Bujumbura mayor ship, 23 from Bujumbura province, 29 from Cibitoke province, and 14 from Bubanza province. In order to collect data from the field for this study, two techniques, namely interview and questionnaire, were used. An interview protocol was conducted by the National Director and a questionnaire was administered to the 96 widows. Data findings were analyzed using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS).
Results

Demographic Data of Participants
Source: Data collected from the field
Chart 3 shows us that 39 widows (40.6%) are between the age of 51 and 60 and represents the majority of this study. 33 widows (34.4%) are between the age of 61 and above, 15 (15.6) are between 41 and 50, while 9 widows (9.4%) are between 31 and 40 years of age. No widows were found to be aged between 21 and 30.
The fact that the majority of widows are between the age of 51 and 60 followed by those of 61 and above shows that they are the ones who are in great need since young widows in Burundi tend to remarry and still have enough strength to try and work in order to provide for their families. Widows in advanced age do not have strength to cultivate or do a paid job. So, they depend on others to survive. In fact, most of them may live alone without any person to support them. The number of widows aged of 61 and above is less than those aged between 51 and 60 depending on the life expectancy in Burundi.
According to the latest WHO data published in 2015, life expectancy in Burundi is: Male 57.7, female 61.6, and the total life expectancy 59.6 (World Health Organization, 2015). So it is explained by the fact that a lot of women do not reach the age of 60 which is even more understandable for widows who encounter a lot of problems in their lives.
Chart 4 shows that 83 widows (86.5%) live by gardening. Only 13 widows (13.5%) live by doing small business. This can be explained by the fact that 90% of Burundians live by subsistence agriculture. Most peasants in Burundi cultivate just to feed themselves and their families. They are not able to produce enough to eat and enough to sell so that they can meet other basic needs such as medical care, shelter, and education for their children.
The low production is due to old means of agriculture and small land possession for many Burundian families. This explains the fact that many widows in Burundi live in extreme poverty. In its national agricultural investment plan 2012-2017, the Ministry of Environment, Agriculture and Livestock (2012) stressed that "the economy of Burundi is essentially based on subsistence agriculture, characterized by a very large agricultural population (more than 90% of the total population), a fragmentation of farms (average less than 0.5ha) and very low productivity. Over the past decade, agricultural output growth (2%) was below the population growth rate of around 2.6% to 3%" (p.3).
Chart 5 indicates that 50 widows (52.1%) have studied up to primary school as their level of education. 40 widows (41.6%) are illiterate, that is, do not know how to read or write. 6 widows (6.3%) have gone to school up to secondary level. With these results, we can conclude that, in general, widows cannot or rarely can get a well-paid job for them to be able to provide for their needs and those of their families. These results match with those in Table 2 showing us the profession of widows that 83 out of 96, that is 86.5%, lives by subsistence agriculture.
Many women, especially in previous years, did not attend school or dropped it while in primary school because, on one hand, their parents are poor and, on the other hand, they are not encouraged to get education as there is even a saying in Kirundi that "a woman's education is to get a husband" (Amashure y'umukobwa n'umugabo).
As mentioned by Sewel and Hauser (1975) , "low levels of education increase economic hardship. Individuals with low levels of education have lower incomes than those with high levels of education, in part because they are less likely to be employed, and if employed, more likely to hold low level jobs" (p.277).
Without literacy, education and training, widows can support neither themselves nor their families. A common consequence of widowhood in traditional societies is the withdrawal of children from school. The United Nations (2000) has reported that girls are likely to be the first affected: they are needed to care for younger siblings while the widowed mother begs on works.
The results from the Chart 6 indicate that many of the widows are in charge of 2 to 5 children, with the majority of widows caring for 3 children (19.8% or 19 widows).
According to the World Bank (2013), fertility rate in Burundi is at 6.03. This situation means that widows were supposed to care in general for 6 children. However, in this study, most widows have 3 children under their care because other children they are supposed to care for are married and have their own families. This matches with results from table one where 72 widows out of 96 (75%) are aged between 51 and above. Moreover, the small number of children can be explained by the fact that some widows loses their husbands when they were still in the age of procreation and did not get that chance of giving birth to more children. In Burundi society, it is not easy for widows to get remarried.
Quality of Life of Widows Supported by Sister Connection
About the kinds of assistance widows get from Sister Connection, they all recognize that they are getting financial assistance, Psychological assistance, Social assistance, and Spiritual assistance.
A study conducted in Texas by Stelle and Mitsueuchida (2004) on social support focused on the stability and change in the Social support networks of widows. This study revealed that the importance of social support for adaptation in later life is fairly well established. It has been found that the study participants experienced adaptation and compensation using social support in the event of husband loss.
It has been suggested that social support plays an important role in the bereavement outcome and acts as a buffer for stressful life events. Vachon and Stanley (1988) have mentioned that there is evidence that the extent to which members of the social network provide various types of support to the bereaved is important in the pattern of recovery and adaptation.
Available confidants and access to self-help groups to assist with emotional management can help counter loneliness and promote a survivor's reintegration into the society. This is what Sister connection and other associations and NGOs are doing for Burundian widows. The social resources of finances and education have been found to be particularly influential in countering the stresses associated with the death of a partner.
Hansson and Remondet (1988) have clarified that community programs that provide education, counseling, and financial services can facilitate the efforts of the widowed and their families to restructure their lives. For most persons, widowhood need not be considered the end of productive life, but rather the beginning of a major segment of the life course. Also, it is something one should pursue vigorously in order for it to be successful and fulfilling.
Improving the Living Conditions of Widows
78 widows (81.3%) affirm that their living conditions have been improved by the financial assistance they get from Sister Connection.
Putting money in the hands of a woman can have a long-term effect on the whole family. The United Nations (2001) has indicated that when women hold assets or gain income, the money is more likely to be spent on nutrition, medicine and housing, and consequently their children are healthier. In contrast, men are more likely to spend money on alcohol and other vices.
17 widows (17.7%) affirm that their living conditions have been improved by the spiritual assistance they got from Sister Connection, while one widow got a loan. The financial assistance has improved the living conditions of widows to the extent that they are able to get food to eat, to get clothing, to send their children to school, to get medical care, to do gardening work, to rear livestock, get house supplies, to give offering and tithe in their churches and for some, to prepare weddings for their children.
In the FXB village program report (2015) The majority of widows (75%) have benefited shelter from Sister Connection, which means that besides financial assistance, housing also plays a very important role in improving their living conditions.
Widows got homes because most of them were homeless. Their homes had been destroyed during war; others have been chased away by their in-laws; for others, their homes are very small, old with grass roof that it rains inside. So far, Sister Connection has built 1670 homes for widows from the year 2005. Buconyori (2017) mentioned that widows themselves have testified that they feel comfort, protection, dignity, and self-esteem when they receive a home.
Widows are encouraged to seek control over their existence by actively construing their own life courses. The assumption is that they will adapt better if they plan for where they want to be at different potential stages during the entire course of widowhood. This plan might include the following phases: "a time for emotional recovery; a time for taking stock, reestablishing or restructuring support relationships, and formulating personal directions for the future; a time for discovering a comfortable and satisfying independent lifestyle, and for determining an approach to maintaining economic, psychological and social functioning; perhaps, a time for personal growth and change; and a time for reasoned consideration of one's last years and assertion of a degree of control over the arrangements surrounding one's own decline and death."
Establishing a new and satisfying autonomous identity after the loss of a partner is never easy. Hansson and Remondet (1988) have stressed that the probability of achieving that goal can, however, be enhanced through counseling strategies designed for individual circumstances and programs that help survivors avoid desolation coupled with meaningful social and familial support systems.
Constraints that Sister Connection has in its Effort of Supporting Widows
Sister Connection though contributing in improving the living conditions of widows has some challenges.
Burundi has so many widows who are extremely poor due to a long period of civil war and the pandemic of HIV/AIDS. Most of the time, widows in need come to Sister Connection office asking for help. It is not possible for Sister Connection to meet all their needs since it already has many registered widows who have received homes, but haven't yet received sponsorship assistance.
A big number of widows assisted by Sister Connection are illiterate and it is hard to communicate to them, that is, like getting to them written announcements, communicate ideas to them, and explaining things to them. It becomes difficult to train them because it becomes slow for them to understand.
Widows live far from each other. In fact, some live in isolated areas which make it difficult to reach them and know their needs regularly. It is very difficult sometimes to know a widow's situation, for instance, if she is very sick and needs an emergency such as operation. Most of the areas do not have electricity so that staff and social workers can get in touch with them by telephone. Others have very bad roads or no roads at all to facilitate transportation.
Land dispute is a very big issue in Burundi. People, even members of the family, can kill each other over land issues. This is caused by the fact that most Burundians cannot get a well-paid job due to illiteracy. So, land is the only wealth they possess. Sometimes then, a widow with nobody to speak for her is forced to live her property in order to save herself and her family. As a result, Sister Connection can then find some of the widows without enough land to do subsistence agriculture.
Widows Suggestions to Sister Connection Concerning its Programs
Many widows are very concerned with the financial assistance they get from Sister Connection. 55 widows (57.3%) suggested that Sister Connection should keep supporting them until the time they will die. This matches with the results in Table 6 where 78 widows (81.3%) said that their living conditions have been improved by the financial assistance they get from Sister Connection. In other words, financial assistance seems to play a very important role in improving the widows' living conditions.
The consequence of loss of a husband's income on the husband's death is a straightforward issue, as the income he once earned is no longer available for the surviving wife and any dependent children. Loss of an adult male is economically devastating to already poor families. Many widows in traditional societies have no rights, or very limited rights, to inheritance or land ownership under customary or religious law. Widows then find themselves to be financially insecure and totally dependent on the charity of their husband's relatives (The Global Widow Report, 2015, p.98).
Results Discussion
This study was about describing the contribution of Sister Connection in improving the lives of Burundian widows by studying the case of widows from West region which included a sample of 96 widows from precisely Bubanza, Bujumbura, Bujumbura mayor ship, and Cibitoke provinces.
Analyzing the results, many widows in Burundi experience extreme poverty because they are just living by doing subsistence agriculture. Additionally, many of them who didn't go to school finds it difficult to get a well-paid job. This situation is similar to the one highlighted by Bradbury (1989) in her study entitled "Surviving as a widow in 19 th -century Montreal". In Quebec, said Bradbury (1989) , « (…)The domestic labour they had been performing, crucial as it was to survival, did not prepare them for a betterpaying job which might support a family. Yet it was precisely to their skills as sewing women, housecleaners, and washerwomen that these women could and did turn when they sought employment » (p.151).
In this paper, our results shows that widows from west region do not have mature children who can support them. So this was the case in Quebec. Bradbury (1989) Therefore, they are in great need of social support for them and their children to survive. Unfortunately, very few people and organizations see widows as a vulnerable group that needs help and which group plays a great role in the process of peace, security, and development.
But even if widows are suffering in Burundi communities, the situation is not the same with widows in Congolese communities. So in those communities, widows got many problems at the death of their husband. As mentioned by Bishop Mbemba (1971) Based on this study, other researchers as Okoh and Ohwoyibo (2011) have found that women form a significant proportion of our population and they constitute important resource for our socio-economic development. Women possess unique perspectives to participate in decision making and problem solving; they constitute a strong family base with increasing economic power (p. 44). This confirms our results and the ability of widows to manage well for the family well-being has also been mentioned by Blom (1990) and Hart (2009) . According to them, "while widowhood created hardship for most women, they managed more successfully than widowers to overcome adversity". So, this reality is what has been understood by Sister Connection and until today, this organization is doing its best to support Burundian widows. As Pelling (1991) said in her study, we can confirm that widows are more skilled in making use of the resources available to them.
The state of widowhood can be considered as one of personal loss, encompassing everything from the immediate psychological impact of the loss of a partner to the material deprivation of an income, a home, or of unpaid contributions to the domestic economy. On the other hand, Cavallo and Warner (1999) stated that "widowhood was also a new conceptual framework or frameworks within which the widowed individual now had to function, the fact of being no longer married, with all that this implied in terms of moral reputation, relationships to one's kin, relationships to property-ownership, and even one's potential as a future marriage partner" (p. 279).
Cavallo and Warner (1999) 
Conclusion
This paper contributed to a better understanding of the role played by Sister Connection in improving the living conditions of Burundian widows from west region.
Sister Connection has understood that a widow plays a great role in community development and they are supporting her by meeting her financial, social, psychological, and spiritual needs. Our results show that living conditions have been improved by the financial assistance provided by Sister Connection. Many of them got their own shelters, get their children treated when they get sick, and got the spiritual assistance. The financial assistance has improved the living conditions of widows to the extent that they are able to get food to eat, to get clothing, to send their children to school, to do gardening work, to rear livestock, get house supplies, to give offering and tithe in their churches and for some, to prepare weddings for their children.
In addition, this paper highlighted a number of constraints that Sister Connection faces in its ministry of supporting widows such us illiteracy of widows and the number of widows seeking help which is much greater than the means available to sister connection.
It is good that Sister Connection has established programs in order to meet the needs of widows. Also, such programs are playing a big role in improving their living conditions. However, participation of widows in setting priorities of their needs is of great importance for the project to be successful. Leaders of Sister Connection need to gather widows and have a talk with them about how they feel about the support they get, and together they can come to a good conclusion that is satisfying for both widows and the organization.
